THE    PARTY                            t>/
nothing but a complex organism. Mindless, but subtle with
potentiality. A hero lauded... an assassin to be duly hanged.
That was the child. Sixty-five years ago today he had been
born... in Paris.
To Owen the party was intolerable: a debauch. He won-
dered why he had come. He always wondered why he came.
Yet these parties had a fascination for him. He tried to under-
stand them: to relate them to his knowledge of God; to his
religion; to his own life, that he led at the mission twenty
miles away. It was a long ride on his bicycle. He thought of
it, propped up against the wall outside. By now the boys
would have stolen his repair outfit and spanners. He should
have put them in his pocket, but he always forgot.
He tried to form a pattern, a conception of life into which
his life and this life fitted. He was a man of God and these
were Godless: unbelieving or worse, worshipping their own
false gods. The professor believed in the god of science...
of latex.,. the god of the trees... a Druid in the employ of
the Belgian Government. Channel, also a man of science, had
gone farther: he was cynical even of science and dabbled in
the occult. Sebastian was plainly mad, painting abomina-
tions with an inspired brush. Marais believed in money. He
was frank about it. Von Brandt in force. He was equally
frank. Bentinck was an old man and perhaps the only good
one, but even he never came to the mission. Retief was in love
with the professor's wife: a fornicator in mind if not in fact
To lust after a woman was to commit adultery with her. And
Wilson. If only he had been quicker, he might have got him
to come to stay at the mission instead of remaining here.
Madame Le Blanc, Olga... the whore of Babylon, with her
ape and her big black snake. He thought of the first time he
had seen her playing with it. It had been curled round her
arm and neck. Its head had turned this way and that. It had
seemed to kiss her with its forked, darting tongue. She kept it